
“Don’t cry. Be strong. Be tough. Be a man.” These words have been 
ingrained into the core of boys trying to fit society’s mold of a man. 
Although the sentiments of what it means to be masculine may have 
started to shift from its traditional definition, the pressures to be “macho” 
have not entirely dissipated. 

“I think, in my heart, that our current social environment praises men who are 
callous and hard,” Miles Quigg (12) said. “It makes it tough to be sensitive or soft 
for men in general. If you can’t dominate in one thing, you have to dominate in 
something [else]. That’s what it means to be a man.”

According to Warren Farrell, gender studies scholar and author of the  
controversial 1993 book “The Myth of Male Power,” men are not as domineering 
in society as many feminists have claimed, and a male movement is a necessary 
step toward gender equality. Perhaps the most controversial assertion of “Male 
Power” is the idea that society unconsciously values women’s lives more than it 
does men’s lives. Although Farrell’s views are extreme, Maddy Kerr (12) said that 
feminism has, in effect, been counter-productive in some of its efforts to promote 
gender equality.

“[Feminism] almost disregards men, and that’s not fair either,” Kerr said. “If 
someone is focusing so hard to push limits, succeed 
and excel, that can definitely leave men out of the 
picture, even if they are doing a better job.”

Andrew Maneval (12) thinks that the ultimate 
goal of feminism should not necessarily be gender 
equality, but more importantly, the right balance 
between strength and sensitivity.

“You definitely shouldn’t be a girl who only cares 
about being a strong independent woman, who can’t 
think about anything else,” Maneval said. “And it’s 
also good to have guys who are masculine in their 
own ways, but they also think about what they do 
before they do it, and not just going out and doing 
something without thinking about the consequences.”

Regardless of whether or not claims of feminism’s 
possible ramifications are valid, it is debatable whether or not the very definition 
of masculinity — or what it means to be a man — has changed. In a sense, men 
have gradually gained more social permission to openly express their emotions and 
show sensitivity, yet the idea of masculinity has not evolved far from its traditional 
definition.

“When I was younger, I identified masculinity as being physically strong — being 
powerful and exerting your will over others through pure strength,” Quigg said. 
“But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve learned that I’m more mentally strong than physically 
strong, and I still see this theme of wanting to be better than other people, even 
though it’s mental rather than physical. It’s still that common theme of wanting to 
be the best of all.”

Maneval has been playing football since 7th grade, and said this sport, often seen 
as the epitome of masculinity in America, has shaped his view of what it means to 
be a man.

“I define masculinity as someone not being afraid to express their thoughts, like 
strength in some way — not just physical strength, but just being strong in whatever 
you do,” Maneval said. “[As a football player], I define masculinity as being stronger 
and faster than the guy in front of me and being able to dominate him. But outside 
of football, I wouldn’t say masculinity means just being a brute everywhere. Outside 
of football, masculinity is being strong-willed, having a strong resilience.”

Maneval said that it is still socially unacceptable for men to be soft and show 
sensitivity, as doing so contradicts the idea of being strong and tough.

According to Farrell, courtship remains a largely unchanged characteristic of 
the dynamic between men and women. He said that the boy has to either perform 
or be tall and extremely good-looking to even be on a girl’s radar. On the other 
hand, Victor Hakim (12) said that he has been able to get sufficient female attention 
without “actively trying to be manly.”

“Somehow women will generally praise kindness and not so much the masculine 
elegance we see on ‘Mad Men,’” Hakim said. “Men really can express just as 
much emotion [as women], only in different ways. It appears unmanly to just sob 
helplessly, but tearing up can show plenty of emotion. Gender shouldn’t decide how 
human we are.”

Similarly, Chris Watson (12) believes that the definition of masculinity depends 
most on a person’s strength of character.

“It doesn’t matter if you’re strong or weak as long as you’re compassionate to the 
people around you,” Chris Watson (12) said. “People who belittle everybody around 
them because they’re insecure — that isn’t being a man,”

While the changing definition of masculinity has indirectly changed the dynamics 
of relationships, the pressure to be masculine has a more direct effect on gay men.

“I’m aware of the stereotypes, but I don’t let them dictate who I am. I can be a 
smart person, and I have to be aware of that,” said Steve*, who is gay. “It’s less 
about being a man and just about being a good person, for me. Trying to be the best 
person possible — that’s what I think ‘being a man’ is.”

According to Farrell, gay men are generally subjected to ridicule more than 
gay women are, which he said is reflective of the strong pressure on all men to be 
masculine.

Steve faces an especially high amount of pressure, coming from a family that 
strongly condemns homosexuality and, as a man, feels pressure to “perpetuate the 
family line.”

“My dad comes from a modern family, and he is the oldest son, and I am his 
oldest son. So technically once my grandfather and my dad die, I become the head 
of the family,” Steve said. “I am very disconnected from that culture, but I guess 

that’s one of the biggest pressures — just facing the 
expectations I know I can’t fulfill.”

As for the idea of masculinity, Steve has found that 
the best way to defy certain stereotypes is simply to 
ignore them.

“There’s always that stereotype that gay men are 
more feminine, and I know that there are parts of 
the gay community who perpetuate a stereotype that 
isn’t necessarily true,” Steve said. “I’m aware that 
people are looking to me to satisfy those stereotypes 
and I realize that sometimes I’m the gay person that 
everybody knows.”

According to Quigg, people’s definitions of 
masculinity and femininity are generally defined by 
the people in their lives, and, more importantly, by 

their role models.
“Role models are definitely really important when it comes to determining 

masculinity — I’ve seen a lot of different masculine role models,” Quigg said. “You 
don’t even really see any feminine [male] role models, if you ask me — they’re all 
masculine. If you look at action movies, they’re all male, masculine figures, and 
they’re all strong and powerful.”

As society sees more women taking full-time jobs, more men are taking on the 
role of stay-at-home dad. Although there can be a social stigma attached to being 
a stay-at-home dad, Bob Johnson, a stay-at-home dad, said “society is greedy” and 
does not realize raising kids is a “very rewarding thing to do.” Johnson said that the 
stay-at-home dad-style household is not unusual to his children because they do not 
know any other style of parenting.

“Women start with a real closeness and are probably more nurturing when the 
kids are smaller, while the fathers tend to be more black and white, maybe more 
disciplined,” Johnson said. “That’s changed over the years, however. I think I’ve 
become a little more nurturing and I defend my kids when my wife thinks, ‘What? 
You let them get away with that?’”

While the stay-at-home dad is a relatively new role in society, the relationship 
between fathers and their children has changed substantially as well. Don Laudicina, 
who was the youngest of seven children in a blue collar family, has two children and 
finds that his relationship with them is much different than the relationship he had 
with his own father as a child.

“There was not a lot of one-on-one time between me and my dad,” Laudicina said. 
“This is in stark contrast with my relationship with [my son] David and his brother. 
I am in close contact with David, discuss his daily activities with him and generally 
attend his school-related functions.”

Although the traditional values of masculinity are still very much intact, men 
gradually have gained more permission from the culture to be sensitive and show 
their emotions. As society has evolved, relationships have also grown in a way that 
allows people to seek love rather than marry solely to survive. Whether or not there 
has been a complete shift in what it means to be a man, it is up to today’s men — 
and women — to decide. 

by Joe Phuong
*Name changed to protect identity
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the masculine mystique

I think, in my heart, that our 
current social enviornment praises 
men who are callous and hard. It 
makes it tough to be sensitive or 

soft for men in general.

”
Miles Quigg (12)

student

Do you currently 
feel pressure to 

conform to traditional 
male gender roles/

expectations?*
Yes 53% No 47%

*based on a poll of 104 tphs male students


